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This study is about the historical meaning of re-developed industrial sites within an urban area, in 
this particular about the Shinko District in Yokohama, Japan. The area has been playing a role for 
the opening of Japan, the commencement of international trade, it has been used as an industrial 
port area in the past and was re-developed into a mixed use area with a focus on recreation.
!
The purpose of the study is to clarify how lay people understand the historical meaning in the area 
mentioned above. As the historical meaning is a non-tangible aspect, which is communicated by 
physical structures, it can be approached by using the study of semiotics. This study’s aim is to 
use social semiotics in order to understand, which spatial relations support the creation of a 
historical meaning for lay people in the aforementioned area. This research should contribute to a 
bottom-up and conceptual understanding of heritage and historical value by showing the 
existence of interrelationships between physical structures on the abstract level of meaning.
!
This study consists of six chapters. Chapter one, the introduction, explains the practical 
importance of understanding the lay peoples perception and also introduces the background in 
relation to global, national and local issues in the research area. Furthermore it also gives an 
overview of the methodological framework of the research, introduces the research questions and 
the reasons for choosing semiotics as methodological background. 
!
Chapter two explains the roots of semiotics and the background of the most prominent models 
used in semiotic studies. It is structured introducing the works of Charles Sanders Peirce, 
Ferdinand de Saussure, Roland Barthes and Algirdas Greimas. Furthermore the field of social 
semiotics and urban social semiotics is introduced and the contrast to other approaches 
discussed. 
!
Chapter three is focussing on the industrial heritage and the historical development of the Shinko 
district and introduces the role and function of industrial heritage in general. It furthermore points 
out the recent developments of industrial heritage sites in Japan and the importance of 
understanding how heritage is seen from the users perspective. 
!
Chapter four is connecting the chapters two and three and introduces studies in relevant fields, 
which have taken advantage of semiotics in order to explain the meaning of either buildings or 
streets, but also explore tourists and consumers perspective on nostalgia and related 
phenomena. This chapter concludes, that semiotics is an useful tool, when used for the purpose 
of establishing an understanding of a complex, wide reaching and intangible topic, like the 
historical meaning. It also shows, that although semiotic studies have been conducted in the 
relationship to urban areas, few studies have included the perspective of lay people, who are in 
the end the consumers and producers of the space. This is also the last chapter of the theoretical 
part of the thesis.
!
Chapter five is the first chapter of the empirical part of this research and the central part of this 
thesis. It first introduces the sequential explanatory mixed methods, as this approach allows to 
use both, qualitative and quantitative research methods along the timeline of the research 
activities, facilitates to explain unexpected results from quantitative data and provides the 
necessary background for the design of the qualitative survey. First quantitative data was 
collected in the form of a questionnaire survey (n=102) and analysed using descriptive statistics. 
From this analysis assumption were drawn and based on this assumptions the qualitative data 
collection, in the form of Photo Elicitation Interviews (n=11) was chosen. By taking photos of 
elements, views or buildings in the prescribed area, the study participants themselves are 
employing semiotics while participating in the study. The interview data was analysed with the 
structured content analysis and clustered into the categories relating to function, non-function, 
the context and the overall theme, which are based on the assumptions from the questionnaire 
survey. The data and the frequencies of sub-categories are presented in this chapter. 
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Chapter six is discussing the obtained results in relation to the background of semiotics, 
answering the research questions and establishing a relationship between the results to the 
assumptions. The main points of the conclusion are: that the contrast plays an important role in 
the creation of a historical meaning, that the reconstruction of a building or infrastructure, together 
with the re-start or continuation of its original use or a deviate of the original activities (habits) can 
create a historical meaning. Furthermore, also stories or ideas relating to the form of a building, if 
standing in relationship to the past or the original use of the industrial area, create a historical 
meaning, even though they are not true from an objective point of view. And lastly, the three 
dimensions of functional aspects, aspects regarding the look and the context, are often 
interrelated and create a historical meaning, especially when they are seen in a relation to the 
original function or theme the area is associated with. The future outlook, limitations and also 
challenges in relation to this research and it’s results are explained.
!
The main subject of this thesis is to explain the understanding of the historical meaning in a re-
developed industrial area by lay people. However, the biggest significance of this study is that it 
shows that research and assessments of the meaning of heritage should take the programming of 
the buildings, the main theme relating to the history of the district and the visual connection with 
surrounding developments into account. 
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